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Praise for The Well Life

The Well Life takes you on deep dive into conscious health and wellness. With love, laughter and balance, Briana and Peter Borten share their wisdom and provide a thorough and alluring read on how to lead a sweet, fulfilling and well life. —Alex Jamieson, Author of Women, Food, and Desire and co-creator of Super Size Me

“Briana and Peter are passionate creatives dedicated to helping others achieve clarity, productivity, and a life filled with blissful joy. Their work is a gift.” —Marie Forleo, Founder of B-School and MarieTV

    “Health is wealth and if you’re ready to start living your most prosperous life, Briana and Peter are the leaders you want to learn from. This book is packed with lessons, stories, and tips that will change the way you live your life. Dive in and join the well life revolution.” —Natalie MacNeil, Emmy Award–Winning Producer and Founder of SheTakesOnTheWorld.com

    “The Well Life is a beautiful guide to living the good life, mind, body, and soul from two people who walk the walk. Peter and Briana Borten integrate knowledge of ancient healing traditions, the realities of our modern lives, and their own practical experience to unlock what it truly means to be well. This book is a healing journey.” —Kate Northrup, Bestselling Author of Money: A Love Story

    “The Well Life is a powerful primer on living as we were intended to live—under grace, all systems go, and in love. A great platform for living deliberately and creating consciously.”

    —Mike Dooley, New York Times Bestselling Author of Infinite Possibilities

    “Many of us find that we have come to a place in our lives where we have ‘checked all the boxes’—career, home, family—and yet we feel sad, unfulfilled, anxious, or depressed. Good news: The Well Life is your medicine. The Well Life is not just a book, it is a roadmap—a poignant interweaving of personal stories, professional anecdotes, and crystal clear and implantable tools to help you live a life of abundance, balance, and happiness. The Well Life is an honest, nurturing, and inspiring inner travel guide for those on the road to seeking their highest purpose and most balanced and happy self. Read this book and apply its ‘architecture’ and you will see amazing results.” —David Howitt, CEO of The Meriwether Group and Author of Heed Your Call

    “The Well Life is a balanced approach that will lead you to find a happy, satisfying life without feeling like you are making sacrifices. Briana and Dr. Peter Borten have mined their knowledgeable backgrounds to share health and wellness advice that aims to recognize signs of dis-ease before they become imbalances, helping to lay a foundation that will keep you well no matter what is happening in the world around you.”

    —Linden Schaffer, Founder of Pravassa and Author of Living Well on the Road

    “If you’re looking to break out of the excuses and experience more vitality than ever before, read this book! With their background in Eastern medicine and love of Western strategy, Briana and Peter lay out a beautiful prescription for more ease, joy, balance, and fulfillment in The Well Life. Quite frankly, if you put even just 5 percent of this book into practice, you’ll create incredible results!” —Alexi Panos, Leader in the Emergent Wisdom Movement and Author of 50 Ways to Yay! and Now or Never

    “This is such an important book, and a must-read for anyone who feels like the sweetness of living has been replaced by struggle, exhaustion, or endless busyness. It will help you lay the foundation for a balanced life that allows you to truly thrive—body, heart, and soul.” —Emily Joy Rosen, CEO of the Institute for the Psychology of Eating

    “Exceptional! Don’t waste one more minute reading the testimonials. Read the book. Briana and Dr. Peter Borten are experts at creating a Well Life. This book covers everything you need to know and do to become the best you and live a happy, fulfilling life!” —Andy Dooley, Creator of Vibration Activation™

    “Captivating and detailed, The Well Life offers a straightforward and vivid guide by providing a system that will bring individuals to their destination in life. The Well Life is an essential book for anyone who not only wishes to attain balance and happiness but to achieve the life of their dreams.” —Izabella Wentz, PharmD, FASCP, Pharmacist and New York Times Bestselling Author of Hashimoto’s Thyroiditis: Lifestyle Interventions for Finding and Treating the Root Cause

    “The Well Life is a beautifully written book. Briana and Dr. Peter Borten have taken so much of the best wisdom and insights they know around health, lifestyle, and personal development and created an engaging and easy-to-follow path for a life that’s truly well lived. This book is great food for both body and soul.” —Marc David, Bestselling Author and Founder of the Institute for the Psychology of Eating

    “The Well Life is an exceptional guide to architecting a happy life. With humility, integrity, and a wonderful sense of play, Briana and Peter share the system they’ve created for living a life full of balance, love, and peace. By blending the best of Eastern and Western thought into an easy-to-follow system, The Well Life will help you create a life that’s more rewarding than you ever imagined.” —Elena Brower, Coauthor of Art of Attention

    “This book is terrific. It gives us a very wholistic approach that makes a lot of sense. Wellness has far more to it than just what we eat and the Bortens really delve into the juicy stuff that betters us and makes life beautiful. I highly recommend it.” —Dr. Pedram Shojai, Founder of Well.Org and New York Times Bestselling Author of The Urban Monk
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Introduction to Your Well Life

Do you struggle with an ongoing quest to “have it all”—fulfilling work and leisure experiences, meaningful relationships, and quality personal time? Do you sometimes feel like your life is leading you, not the other way around? Are you bogged down with responsibilities that you dread, relationships that leave you drained, and career milestones you haven’t achieved? Do you wonder how some people can accomplish so much, yet stay happy and positive?

These goals aren’t out of reach for anyone. You can achieve a full, happy, balanced, gratifying life. We’re here to show you how.

Our Well Life has been a full one thus far. A couple of years into Peter’s acupuncture career and Briana’s massage career, we met and fell in love. Peter had returned to school to learn a different style of acupuncture and was flying back and forth between Portland and San Francisco. Briana was flying back and forth between Portland and Los Angeles to attend college in Ayurvedic medicine (the traditional medical system of India). It felt like we both had pretty full plates, between our practices, our relationship, and our studies, but then Briana decided she wanted to create a spa, and she invited Peter to be a part of it.

Over the next two years, while building the business, we got married and bought our first house. Peter went back to school again to earn his doctorate. We had a baby. We had a crazy idea to open an organic café. Healthy, nourishing food seemed like a great complement to the spa. But, how on earth, we wondered, are we going to manage our spa, our medical practices, Peter’s doctoral studies, having a new baby, and starting a café? But we did it.

When Peter was done with his doctorate and Sabina was two, the Portland airport contacted us to ask if we’d be interested in building a spa there. Airports were never our favorite place, but we took it as a challenge to create a space that would feel the exact opposite of the TSA announcements warning you that “Unattended bags will be confiscated and destroyed!” (Drop by if you’re passing through!)

Peter has always been something of a mad scientist, and after we opened the airport spa, he began crafting and testing herbal tinctures for specific health conditions. We knew these products would expand our ability to help people achieve relaxation and balance. So, we founded The Dragontree Apothecary.

The next several years brought teaching positions for Peter at three colleges in Portland, a move to Boulder, the opening of a third spa, the launch of a magazine, the publication of The Dreambook, several online courses, and the best part of all: baby number two!

Through all of this, we always prioritized our marriage and family, self-care, music and art, play and dance, spiritual connection, and plenty of good friends and food. As the years went by, we became increasingly aware that we seemed to be doing life a little differently than most people. Barely a day would go by without some client, friend, or employee asking us how we do it.

Honestly, spelling out our accomplishments feels a bit like writing a resume. We don’t do this stuff because we think it will look impressive to others; we do it because it’s gratifying, and we feel extremely blessed for what we have. We’re not better or smarter or prettier than our clients, and it’s not always easy. We’re just a couple of hardworking people who have learned some things worth sharing. But having been on the consumer’s side of many books and trainings, we recognize the importance of knowing that your teacher has actually attained what they’re teaching. So, that’s what our Well Life looks like.

We want to help you achieve your Well Life—however you envision it. It could be simple or extravagant. It could be full of activities or have lots of free time. Whatever your goals, we’ll show you how to achieve them while feeling balanced and light. We’ll do that through our three fundamental principles of an exceptional life:


	
Sweetness: Prioritizing the “sweet stuff” in life will bring you many steps closer to the life of your dreams.

	
Structure: Learning the art of life architecture will help you achieve tangible goals and give you more spontaneity and freedom.

	
Space: Creating openness will give you the capacity to connect to Spirit, to receive and grow, and to access creativity and insight.



We’ll get into more detail on these principles in the coming chapters. For now, know that adding and maintaining sweetness, structure, and space to your life will bring alignment, healing, balance, and fulfillment.

Get ready to create a life that’s more expansive, rewarding, and enjoyable than you could imagine—your Well Life.





Part 1

Foundation

There’s a part of you that knows that life can be absolutely magical, rather than a perpetual struggle or a series of compromises. You’ve seen people embody this magic and, chances are, they left an unforgettable impression on you. Although it’s far more common to succumb to the doubt, disappointment, and drama that surround us, we’re here to remind you that another option is available to you: a life of balance and accomplishment, an experience of trust and ease, a feeling of being aligned with your purpose, and an ongoing awareness of the tremendous gift that is your life.

We’ll share some hard science and many pragmatic tools for managing your life, but the drive to write this book had nothing to do with the academic stuff. It came from our having this inner knowing—it came from the awakening part of us wanting to support the awakening part of you. The big question is, when will you be ready to give yourself over to this awareness and allow your life to blossom?





Chapter 1

Three Elements for a Well Life

Understanding Structure, Sweetness, and Space

Look at the Big Picture to Find Your Well Life

Our ability to remain focused, balanced, and healthy in the midst of our busy lives can be partly credited to our background as practitioners of Eastern medicine. Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) and Ayurveda emphasize that it’s better to recognize and correct imbalances early than it is to mistreat oneself and attempt to make large repairs long after problems arise. The early detection of imbalance stems from the origins of Eastern medicine, more than 2,000 years ago, in the keen observation of nature. These systems teach that the dynamics of the natural world have parallels in all domains of human life—that is, we’re not as different or separate from our environment as we may act and think.

From this perspective, human health is seen as an expression of countless factors—from our thoughts, emotions, and bodily functions, to the many ways we relate to our environment, such as through diet, behavior, community, climate, and more. These ancient arts look at the biggest possible picture, and within the vast tapestry of interacting substances and forces, they discover multidimensional patterns of imbalance. The ability to see the connection between imbalances in many different areas of life allows for more complete and effective solutions.

The ability to see the connection between imbalances in many different areas of life allows for more complete and effective solutions.

In our medical practices, while we addressed many of the usual things people go to a doctor for, we repeatedly saw the need to help our patients expand their ideas of what good health means. As we were asked with increasing frequency about issues relating to life structure and balance, we grew to understand that the kinds of full spectrum skills our clients seemed to see in us—such as earning a living by doing work that’s aligned with your values; setting and achieving goals; maintaining sanity and balance in the midst of many projects; and protecting space and time for creativity, family, and community—represent important and neglected elements of whole health. We recognized that our training made us uniquely qualified to identify and understand the bigger patterns that made so many people say things like, “I could never do what you guys do.”

Whenever someone says something like this, we explain that everyone has different capacities and strengths. The particulars of our lives might not be appropriate or available to them, but the qualities that define them absolutely are. Here are some of the qualities that define a Well Life for the purposes of this book:


	An experience of ease—a state of mental and physical relaxation that is with us even when we’re working hard

	A sense of openness—a tendency to accept, rather than resist, what life brings us

	An experience of integrity—a quality of physical, emotional, and mental stability that cannot be easily disturbed by internal or external forces

	A periodic experience of challenge (intellectual, physical, creative, or otherwise)

	An inclination to expand—to be inspired, to create, to share, and to grow

	Healthy and fulfilling relationships

	An experience of spiritual connection, or of belonging to something bigger than oneself

	An income that provides for living expenses, savings, and leisure

	An experience of knowing and being guided by our life purpose

	Frequent experiences of play and enjoyment

	The ability to set goals, create plans, and achieve them

	An experience of opportunity—to help, to enhance, to bring peace and love into our surroundings, etc.



You can refine this list of qualities to fit your own lifestyle, but they represent the impressive scope of a Well Life.

True Balance Isn’t Static

Fundamental to the medical systems we were trained in is the importance of dynamic balance—a range of relative equilibrium that shifts and changes throughout life. In TCM, this balance is usually expressed as the two-part harmony of yin and yang. And in Ayurveda, it’s often expressed as the harmony of three qualities known as sattva, rajas, and tamas. Both systems also utilize five-element theories of balance. These multipart concepts of balance reflect the interconnectedness of nature—a shift in one component causes a shift in the other components.

Because of the constant push and pull among the elements of an organic system, it’s unrealistic to expect yourself to maintain a state of constant, perfect balance. However, the more conscious you become of how you’re affected by diverse variables such as your thinking, your eating, and your climate, the more readily you can make adjustments in order to bring yourself back toward center. In this way, you can achieve a dynamic balance that works for you.

In the diagram that follows, the ‘B’ range indicates someone living within about 75 percent of their optimal balance. The ‘A’ range indicates someone living within about 90 percent of their optimal balance. A very healthy and resilient individual might feel okay with a range like ‘B’ or perhaps even wider, but most of us would much prefer a range of dynamic balance closer to ‘A.’ Your target dynamic balance should be the range within which you can readily self-correct for any deviation without degrading your function or experience.

[image: 9781440596247 dynamic balance]

Your dynamic balance range is an expression of all the things you do that compromise your balance, combined with everything you do to bring yourself back. Forty hours of sitting at a desk every week might push you toward a slow metabolism and sluggish circulation, but if this is offset with frequent exercise, the net experience may be close to optimal balance. Of course, mobility is just one of many metrics, and it’s not always easy to discern what you need more or less of in order to live closer to center—but that’s what you’ll learn in this book.

It’s important to note that the difference between living in the A range versus the B range has nothing to do with the amount of excitement in your life or the emotional range you’re capable of experiencing. You could have an end-of-life skydiving-karaoke celebration with a dear friend who’s dying—an experience that includes adventure, elation, and sadness—and stay within the A range the whole time. Balanced doesn’t mean boring or flat.

Balanced doesn’t mean boring or flat.

The further you stray from your optimum (like the B range, or wider) the less comfortable you’ll feel, the greater your risk of experiencing crisis, and the harder it becomes to correct yourself. One reason it’s difficult to correct is that the more severely the scale tips, the more dramatic your efforts to restore balance will tend to be, which may throw you out of balance in new ways. It’s a lot like driving a car. If you fall asleep for a split second and notice that you’ve veered a few inches out of your lane, you can give the steering wheel a little tug and quickly get yourself back on track. But if you fall asleep a little longer and open your eyes to discover that you’ve drifted to the wrong side of the road and are speeding toward oncoming traffic, you’re more likely to swing the wheel far in the opposite direction and risk careening off the shoulder. For this reason, it’s best to catch yourself early. Though, even if it’s too late for that, you should always begin with moderate, consistent corrections. It’s never too late to begin.

Structure, Sweetness, and Space

We’ve drawn on the dynamic balance of the natural world to create the conceptual foundation we use in this book to guide you toward the attainment of your Well Life. Our system for a life of balance, peace, happiness and meaningful achievement is composed of three elements: Structure, Sweetness, and Space.

If you’re committed to the Well Life, then the good-feeling, soul-nourishing, body-fortifying activities can’t wait while you juggle your obligations and pursue your dreams. We developed this system so you can incorporate the tenets of a Well Life while still fulfilling your responsibilities. Here’s what each of the three components entails.

Sweetness

Playing, being in nature, singing, stretching, exploring, cooking, eating, loving, connecting, creating, and enjoying all come under the general heading of sweetness. Sweetness not only makes life more satisfying, it also makes you stronger and better—more authentically you.

Sweetness not only makes life more satisfying, it also makes you stronger and better—more authentically you.

When we tell people, “Don’t postpone the sweetness,” it’s not because we think you shouldn’t have to wait until retirement to enjoy life (though you should also enjoy it then, too, of course). Don’t postpone the sweetness, because when you feed your life and soul with it, you become more effective at bringing your potential into the world and shaping this life however you choose.

Furthermore, if you fill your life with sweetness, you move many steps closer to the life of your dreams, regardless of the outcome of any particular goal. If your goals don’t materialize when you think they will (or at all), at least you won’t have spent years neglecting the sweet stuff. Just the opposite: you will have spent the time doing work that feels significant, treating yourself well, enjoying the world, and living the full spectrum of this human experience. It doesn’t get much better than that! And then, when you do achieve your dreams, if you’ve been feeding your soul and growing all the while, you’ll be better able to assimilate the new changes in a healthy way.

Structure

As we’ve expanded our understanding of health to include the ability to successfully shape one’s circumstances, achieve goals, and capably manage the responsibilities of a fully engaged human, we’ve noticed that structure is a challenge for most people. Every goal, from the smallest to the grandest, requires some form of structure to get from point A to point B. The same is true for the balanced operation of a life with many moving parts. Yet we’ve encountered many people who try to avoid structure altogether because they simply don’t know how to incorporate it, and/or they believe it will restrict their freedom and creativity. Or they interpret the Law of Attraction to mean that everything is accomplished through thought, and therefore structure and work are needless or misguided.

Other clients willingly utilize structure, but not always in a way that would be most efficient or fulfilling. Perhaps the structures they have in place haven’t been consciously updated since childhood. They’re doing things in the circuitous or cumbersome way they came up with decades ago. There may be mechanisms in place that serve agendas that haven’t been applicable for years. They may have adopted elements of structure by imitating others, but without personalizing them.

When we’ve examined the structures people are using to try to create successful, happy, and meaningful lives, we’ve found that most folks lack a good education in life architecture. We’ve seen structures like a bridge made of clothesline suspended over a canyon—it seems to go from A to B, but lacks support. Making it across would depend on a massive amount of personal effort, focus, and luck. Other structures were more like a concrete pipe—sturdier to walk through, but at the expense of any enjoyment along the way. Still other structures were like complicated tangles of trusses, cables, and beams—more likely to get the traveler lost and confused than to their destination.

Structuring your life in a conscious way inevitably means recognizing and abandoning structural elements that are “not to code”—extraneous, unsound, impinging on other needs, or otherwise dysfunctional. A full life and a complicated life are very different things. Complicated structural habits can make a person feel overwhelmed when they only have two things to get done in a day. Likewise, operating from structures that secretly serve hidden desires or unhealthy beliefs can be like using an outdated navigation system. You may end up at a used tire stand on a dusty road, trading in one of your less-important organs for a soup can full of gasoline. We really don’t want to see that happen. Everyone knows the shortest distance between two points is a straight line, but we’re not suggesting that the only good structure is one that never meanders. There are rarely any straight lines in life, because there’s lots to learn and experience along the way. A good structure is one that’s forged consciously, incorporates sweetness and space, and steers you in the direction of your dreams.

You’ve heard many times that happiness is a journey, not a destination. The same is true for life architecture. Sure, we want you to get to point B. But why take the boring sidewalk there when you could dance across lily pads or ride in a hot air balloon with a pink unicorn on it? Why not find a way to get there that involves doing something beautiful with the resources you’re given? Why not take a path that enables you to use your gifts? Why not choose a vehicle that’s aligned with your life purpose? Why not find a way to get there that helps and inspires others along the way? That’s what healthy structure will do for you.

Space

The key to creating healthy and functional structure is to integrate it with sweetness and space. Space is where we connect to Spirit. Space is where we really see ourselves. In space we can come to understand our darkness and our light, and we can learn the depths of our potential. Space gives us the capacity to receive and expand. We need space to reflect, adjust, and grow. Alignment and healing can’t occur without it. Space is where we listen—not to our thoughts or our media, but to the stillness within us where truth lives. Insight and creativity only enter our consciousness through the opening that space provides. Space is the crucible in which sweetness and structure interact to yield a life that feels inspired, meaningful, and fun.

Space is where we listen—not to our thoughts or our media, but to the stillness within us where truth lives.

Sweetness needs space in order to be rooted in authenticity and to penetrate, engage, and feed the deepest parts of you. Structure needs space for perspective; it doesn’t breathe without space. Moreover, you need space to really understand where you want your structures to take you. In turn, within the earthly realm, sweetness gives space a language, and structure provides vessels for space to enter the everyday world.

Many traditions have a term like space to describe the “emptiness” from which everything is born:


	In Daoism, it’s called Wuji, the limitless, boundless, or, most literally, the nonpolar. In this sense, it’s where our expanded consciousness resides, which isn’t polarized, doesn’t need to take positions, and is simply open.

	In Buddhism, it’s Sunyata—emptiness, openness, or spaciousness—the space in which the soul is unconfined by the mind.

	In Ayurveda, it’s Akasha—space or ether—the origin and essence of the entire material world.

	In the elemental system of ancient Japan, it’s called Ku—void, sky, or heaven—representing creative energy, power, and spontaneity.



Besides the expansion and clarity that space facilitates in us, there’s another great reason to make it a priority: it’s the antithesis of the perpetual mental engagement that dominates our lives more than ever. All the time we spend plugged into the massive flow of media, data, and communications, we’re disconnected from the magic of the moment and the natural world around us. Inviting space into our lives reminds us who we are.

A Few Words on Digesting These Concepts

Certain in-vogue concepts can sometimes make our “bullshit meter” go off, and this makes us hesitant to share them. They may be perfectly valid ideas, but their popularity seems to dilute their value. As a principle becomes widely recognizable, it’s common for people to believe that their intellectual understanding of it is the same as an experiential understanding. “Oh yeah,” we think dismissively, “I know about that.”

In an age when profound spiritual truths from traditions around the world are easy to come by on Facebook, this shallowness is an insidious trend. Besides the missed opportunities caused by our believing we understand the impact that embodying a concept would have on us simply because we know what the words mean, there’s a related belief that contributes to stunted personal growth: that valuable concepts should produce change in us, or that, in order for a teaching to be valid, it should be revelatory. This rarely happens, of course. Occasionally, a person who is completely ripe for an idea and totally open to it will happen upon the idea and it goes deep. Just through the encounter, they have a life-changing “aha!” moment.

Don’t wait for aha! moments. It’s best to treat them as a fantasy. The information in this—and any—book is highly unlikely to cause the change you desire. We often secretly hope this is how it works, and when it doesn’t we discredit the information and/or its bearer. Usually, the bearer should be let off the hook, because any smart teacher knows that this isn’t usually how learning occurs. Making new information work for you is a process of assimilating it, applying it to your own situation, and consistently using it. It’s like building any skill. In the same way that reading about pitching a baseball isn’t going to cause you to become a great pitcher, reading about psychological health isn’t going to automagically produce psychological health.

In applying the concepts we present for promoting change, it’s important to remember that you’re up against habits of behavior and thinking. It’s likely that you’ve thought the same negative thoughts thousands of times. Breaking habits is challenging. Therefore, whatever approach you take to replacing them with new ones, you must practice consistently. Practice doesn’t happen while you’re reading a book. So, if you finish reading a personal-growth book and then go on to your next book without a period of focused practice, you can expect the book to have little positive impact on you. We repeat: Don’t expect an encounter with a valuable idea to produce a revelation in you.

If you’re like us, you probably don’t actually need to find more, new, and better ideas—you just need to practice what you’ve already learned. You’d be much better off choosing a single book or teacher and spending a year or more working on the teachings they present before moving on to acquire more ideas.

In the chapters ahead, we’ll show you many ways to cultivate sweetness, to build intelligent structure, and to open your space. We’ll also point out many opportunities to notice and shape the structure, sweetness, and space already present throughout your life. By balancing these elements and utilizing the many tools and exercises we’ll share throughout the book, you’ll be powerfully equipped to create the Well Life of your dreams.





Chapter 2

Eight Practices for Mind-Body Health

Optimize Your Wellness

Building a Solid Foundation for Your Well Life

Creating a strong foundation is crucial to forging a Well Life. Without one, you’d probably still have Well moments, but when it’s in place you’ll have an abiding wellness that sustains you through your ups and downs. This chapter is about the basic health maintenance practices that will allow you to get the most life out of your life.

As practitioners of healing systems that regard the body and mind as entirely intertwined, we couldn’t imagine advising a client to embark on a journey to great achievement and joy without first ensuring that they had basic measures of self-care in order. We’ve seen too many cases of unhappy, unmotivated, and uninspired people, irritable people, and people with poor concentration, all of whom incorrectly assumed their problem was psychological in origin. They wasted what little energy they had feeling guilty and looking for ways to change their thinking. But when directed to follow the fundamental maintenance routines we discuss in this chapter, not only did their bodies feel healthier, they regained their lightness, motivation, concentration, and inspiration.

We’ve also seen too many self-help books that suffer from the same simplistic thinking: If your mind isn’t right, the problem must have started in your mind and can only be fixed through your mind. Nowadays, with the huge popularity of the Law of Attraction, many authors go one step further to say, If anything about your life isn’t right, the problem is your mind—in your flawed thinking.

Your mind is indeed powerful, but it’s just one facet of all that you are. Even if the mind is sick, the issue may not originate there. We’re lucky to live in a time when even the mainstream medical world recognizes the fact that many physical problems may actually be psychological in origin. It’s now equally important to recognize that the opposite is true: Many psychological problems are actually physical in origin. For example, insufficient sleep can cause poor mental focus, a short temper, moodiness, and difficulty making good decisions. Sometimes direct work on psychological issues is necessary, but since basic self-care will serve you on multiple levels, why not get this in order first? If the true origin is in the body, you’ll never achieve lasting success if you only address the mind.

Many psychological problems are actually physical in origin.

We see health maintenance as a vital part of integrating structure, sweetness, and space into your life. It’s the most basic prerequisite for a life that works. It affects not just your physical capabilities, but your mental function and psychological outlook.

The eight practices outlined in this chapter will get you the most bang for your buck in terms of the effort required relative to the outcome in improved energy, focus, sleep, and overall sense of well-being. Your health is imperative for your purpose. Even if you’re technically healthy but sleep deprived and caffeinated, as so many people are, your ability to be creative, insightful, and wise will be compromised.

Incorporate Self-Care Mindfully

In a culture that values instant gratification, comfort, and productivity, self-care is often an afterthought, partly because its rewards aren’t always immediate. If you’re someone who has a hard time with self-care, try adding these routines one at a time. Give each practice a chance for a few weeks. See if you can find a friend to join you so you can motivate and encourage each other. You will feel better, even if you don’t notice a difference right away.

Try to avoid thinking of self-care like an oil change—that is, as a mere obligation. We usually don’t notice any change in a car’s performance from getting the oil changed; it’s just something we feel guilty about when we don’t take care of it. Instead, we offer you the challenge of bringing your presence to these routines with an eagerness to see how much satisfaction you can derive from them. Doing good things for yourself has great potential for connection and enjoyment—in the very moment that you’re doing them. It’s like a more evolved form of instant gratification! And this potential hinges entirely on mindfulness. The more of yourself and your attention you bring to the task, the greater the opportunity there is to experience it in a special way.

Just try it while eating, exercising, or bathing. Meditate on this for a minute:

What would I do if I were intent on getting the most possible enjoyment from this activity?


As we see it, the most significant thing you could do, no matter the activity, would be to simply give it all of your attention. Devote yourself to it. Nobody has any trouble keeping their attention on what they’re engaged in if it’s thoroughly enjoyable. Who has to remind themselves to focus on what’s happening when they’re in the middle of good sex or an excellent massage? Although using your attention in this way with self-care means working a muscle you probably haven’t used much, the good news is that it will immediately increase your satisfaction.

Besides enhancing your self-care experience and beginning the process of making it a ritual, it will give you a break from the tendency to put your attention on your thoughts instead of your actual now experience. Making this a habit will help you stay more anchored in the present, which always feels more alive and inspired than your thoughts, and it can also help alleviate feelings of anxiety, grief, and depression.

Now, for your eight fundamental self-care practices: sleep, healthy eating, breathing, movement, being in nature, play and laughter, stillness, and connecting with others. As a whole, these practices can be understood as enhancing sweetness since they feed us and they should absolutely feel good, but certain practices offer special support in one or more of the three S’s.

1: Sleep

Despite how good it feels to get a refreshing night’s sleep, and how off-our-game we can be when we’re deprived, sleep is one of the first things we sacrifice when we get busy. Countless times, our clients have told us they get only four to six hours a night—or just enough to function without drooling.


Structure, Sweetness, and Space

Sleep is vital for all three S’s. It’s an experience of sweetness, in that we make ourselves as comfortable as possible and then simply surrender. While asleep, our body undergoes tremendous structural healing and renewal, and every day is structured around it. And, we access space in the act of sleeping, through which ideas and experiences are processed and insights enter our consciousness.



You can’t treat sleep as a luxury if you want to thrive. Essential processes occur while we’re sleeping, such as cell renewal, repair of damaged tissue, memory consolidation, restoration of the nervous system, and hormone production and regulation. Good sleep is critical for concentration, problem solving, immune function, energy, growth, and learning.

You can’t treat sleep as a luxury if you want to thrive.

Research clearly indicates that people with insufficient sleep have a greater tendency to gain weight, have accidents, and feel irritable, anxious, and depressed. Sleep deprivation is also associated with diminished sex drive, worsening of pain, and higher risk of illness, including heart disease, infection, obesity, and diabetes.

Virtually all adults do best with seven to nine hours of quality sleep a night. The operative word here is "quality." Eight hours of tossing and turning and checking Facebook won’t get the job done. For this reason, we recommend giving yourself at least thirty minutes of winding-down time before bed, when you dim the lights, slow your movements, turn off the television, and put away electronic devices. Try taking a bath before bed, or even just a foot bath. To enhance the tranquilizing effect, you can add a few drops of one or more of the following essential oils to the water: lavender, Roman chamomile, valerian, orange, mandarin, cedarwood, ylang ylang, and vetiver. You can also use a diffuser with any of these oils in your bedroom.

Tips for optimizing sleep quality:


	Make your bedroom as dark as possible while sleeping, and if you have to get up to use the bathroom, don’t turn the light on (it can stop production of the sleep hormone, melatonin, in the brain).

	Keep your room on the cool side.

	If you get sore in the night (or already are) consider a better mattress and/or pillow.

	If you have cold feet that make it hard to fall asleep, try using a hot water bottle at the foot of your bed.

	Reduce or eliminate caffeine and other stimulants, especially after noon.

	Exercise during the day.

	Try going to bed and waking up at the same time every day.

	Before bed, write in a journal, intend to let go of your day, and mentally set aside your problems.

	Avoid beverages close to bedtime if they make you wake up to pee in the night.

	Consider relaxing sounds, such as a white noise generator.

	If you tend to wake up in the middle of the night, try eating a protein-rich snack before bed, such as an egg or Greek yogurt to keep your blood sugar stable.

	If possible, reduce interference such as noise, pets, and children.

	Try falling asleep to a guided meditation crafted to assist you in dropping into deep sleep. We created one for you that you can download at www.thewelllifebook.com/resources.



Ultimately, there’s no substitute for sleep. No amount of vitamins, green drinks, yoga, or kombucha will replenish you in the same way. You know this. We’re just reminding you.

2: Nutrition

Nutrition is a hot topic, with so many “experts” arguing about which foods are good and which are bad. Rather than focusing primarily on specific foods you should or shouldn’t eat, we prefer to emphasize broad, timeless principles, which will help you make your own wise choices. Because there’s so much to say about how we feed ourselves, we’ve broken this section down into the structure, sweetness, and space of healthy eating.

Structure

In our Eastern traditions, the body and mind are said to thrive on a consistent routine. This actually pertains to all parts of life, but since we’re on the topic of nutrition, this means eating at roughly the same times each day, and roughly the same amount of food each time.

It means not being erratic about mealtimes, not skipping meals, or suddenly gorging yourself at the all-you-can-eat buffet. Don’t skip breakfast, don’t go more than about four hours between meals, and don’t snack between meals. As for the structure of the meal itself, we recommend incorporating into each meal:


	Some good fat, such as avocado, oily fish, chia, hemp and flax seed, walnuts, almonds, coconut, olives and olive oil, and egg yolk. Good fats are essential for healthy neurological function and they benefit energy, hormone production, skin and joint health, and more.

	Some high-quality protein, such as egg white; beans; fish; lean, clean, antibiotic- and hormone-free meat; and Greek yogurt or cottage cheese if you tolerate dairy well. Protein helps us build and repair tissues, including muscle, skin, nails, hair, cartilage, and bone. It provides sustained energy and lasting blood sugar stability.

	
Green vegetables. The chlorophyll we see in green vegetables is evidence of plants’ almost magical ability to turn solar energy into biological energy. It’s an essential step in the nutrition of virtually all inhabitants of our planet, and a part of every food chain. Green vegetables are nutritional powerhouses, and their abundant fiber content helps clean us out.

	
Foods with vitality. The more fresh and alive your food feels, the better. Go check out the farmers’ market. Meanwhile, reduce your consumption of processed foods. The more steps of processing the food went through and the less it resembles a living thing, the less healthy it is.



Space

When we speak of space in nutrition, we mean it both literally and figuratively. First, the figurative. Make space in your life for the act of nourishing yourself. You are worth it. When you eat at your desk or while driving, or you gobble up your meal because you only have five minutes, you’re telling yourself that your own nourishment isn’t that important.

Likewise, when you eat while watching television, or while having a heated conversation, or while doing anything else that takes your attention away from the act of eating, you’re degrading the nourishment process. If you’re stressed while eating, your biological stress responses literally divert resources away from the digestive organs and impair digestive effectiveness. Instead, set aside time for a nice meal. Slow down. Put your stresses aside.

Second, the literal. Leave space in your stomach. Don’t let fullness be your indication to stop eating. Most people eat until the stomach is packed to capacity, or even to overcapacity. Overeating is taxing to the body. It stretches the stomach and damages the lower esophageal sphincter that closes the top of the stomach. If you rely on the feeling of fullness to know when to stop eating and you routinely stretch out the stomach, you’ll need to keep eating more and more food to feel satisfied. It’s a clear sign that you’re in some way “disconnected” in the act of eating.

Think of your stomach like a clothes dryer. If you overstuff it, the clothes won’t have space to move, the air won’t circulate, and your laundry will take hours to dry. In a similar way, if you pack your stomach, chances are you won’t digest and absorb your food optimally, and you’ll undoubtedly exceed your caloric needs. Instead, stop eating as soon as you’re satisfied and no longer have a feeling of true hunger. Usually this will feel like about 80 percent or less of your stomach’s capacity—or a volume of food about 11⁄2 times the size of your closed fist.

Sweetness

If you let the most thorough enjoyment of food be your guide, you’ll be steered in the right direction. When you feed yourself, think what a marvelous thing this is, that you get to savor this delicious fare and your body will get the fuel it needs from it. Imagine the food is entering your cells and rejuvenating you. How delightful can you make this process?

By the same token, you may notice that certain habitual behaviors don’t really work if you’re prioritizing total enjoyment. For instance:


	Eating when you’re not hungry (if you wait until you have an appetite, you’ll enjoy it more)

	Putting food in your mouth when there’s already food in your mouth (how could you be savoring what you’re chewing on if you’re thinking about the next bite?)

	Eating while doing other things (you can only fully give your attention to one thing at a time)

	Eating in the midst of intense stimuli (loud music, upset people, etc.)

	Eating with a feeling of guilt or shame about it

	Overeating (as soon as you exceed your need, your body starts giving you unpleasant signals that it’s had enough—even if you’ve learned to tune them out—and this degrades the enjoyment of any additional food)



Now for the literal side of sweetness. In the traditions we practice, foods such as whole grains, sweet potatoes, fruit, and poultry are considered natural sources of mild sweetness, and they’re a healthy part of a balanced diet. But modern diets are full of super-sweetness—excessive amounts of grains, fruit juice that represents much more sugar than the whole pieces of fruit it came from, and many kinds of concentrated sweeteners. In comparison, these are overwhelming and destabilizing to the body. In medical terms, they contribute to inflammation, obesity, diabetes, and other health problems, so make them a very small part of your diet.

3: Breathing

Since breathing happens automatically it’s easy to not think about it. But there’s a big difference between the shallow rapid kind and the slow deep kind. Deepening your breathing opens your body, alleviates pain, relaxes you, promotes circulation, and slows down a stressed mind. Shallow breathing does the opposite.

There are a few reasons people get in the habit of shallow breathing. Let’s take a look at the most common:


	
Poor posture is probably the worst culprit. When you sit hunched over a desk, computer, or phone, your abdomen gets compressed, your shoulders round, your chest caves in, and your neck cranes forward. (Check out your posture right now as you’re reading this. How, in this moment, can you improve it?) Besides hindering the breath, poor posture is a major cause of muscle strain, and it probably impairs digestion and other organ functions as well. Good posture is essential to healthy physical structure; as we allow space in the cavities of the body, the breath naturally deepens. So, lift yourself up—your mood will improve, you’ll look more attractive, and your body will feel better.

	Another source of restricted breathing is modern humans’ tendency to suck in our bellies. We think a flat abdomen is attractive, so if we’ve got some extra insulation here, we may try to hide it by habitually contracting our abs. It’s impossible to breathe deeply while doing this.

	The third common reason for shallow breathing is as an unconscious response to stress. When we resist unpleasant thoughts and circumstances, there’s often a physical expression of this resistance, which occurs as some form of clenching or tightening of the body. The diaphragm doesn’t rise and fall freely, perhaps our chest or abdomen becomes constricted, and the breath is confined to just the very top of the lungs. It’s as if, in an effort to avoid experiencing the unpleasantness, we’re unconsciously keeping it compartmentalized in a small area. Of course, this doesn’t actually improve either our circumstances or the way we’re feeling. If anything, by restricting our breathing as a response to unpleasant thoughts or circumstances, we compound and prolong the unpleasantness.



There is a principle in Eastern medicine that could help so many people: “The mind follows the breath.” What this means is that when your breathing is shallow and rapid, your mind tends to race and constantly chew on the same thoughts. When your breath is slow and deep, you access space more easily, the mind becomes tranquil, and your thoughts slow down. You’ll also notice that this phenomenon works in the opposite direction. When your mind is agitated or processing a lot of data, your breath will get fast and shallow, and when you’re peaceful, you’re naturally breathing more deeply. So, if you notice that you’re anxious, slowing and deepening your breath will help. For this purpose, we find that lengthening the exhale (making it longer than the inhale) usually works even better.

As a general practice, we encourage you to focus more on the depth than the length of breath. That is, try to bring the breath deeply into your body. Imagine the pelvis as a bowl that you’re filling with the breath. Feel your hips open from the inside as your lower abdomen expands. The rate should be slow, but if you focus too much on making your breath very long, it can easily become forced. Keep it natural. We have a deep-breathing meditation available for you at www.thewelllifebook.com/resources if you would like a guide.


Structure, Sweetness, and Space

A single deep breath, given the total focus of your attention, can dramatically change how you feel. It creates mental space and opens the physical space within the body. The constant rhythm of the breath can be understood as a form of structure that’s with you throughout your entire life. And when you become a connoisseur of the breath, it’s a free, inexhaustible form of sweetness.
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